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Executive Summary
Instead of streamlining the application make it more user friendly.  To help with the ongoing process RUS/NTIA should develop an online metrics for each applicant to see how far their unique application has gone through the review process.  Also, eliminating any of the attachments will not serve the purpose of RUS/NTIA and would lessen their ability to delineate between applications.  
If RUS and NTIA reduce the current requirement for financial information, the risk for loss of broadband service at the end of the grant will be greatly increased. Another issue addressed is that the census block service rules should be modified to allow for the inclusion of non de minimus areas, in order to connect a group of blocks together. 
A balance between transparency and confidentiality is hard to maintain.  The system can be made more transparent without compromising the confidentiality of each individual applicant by providing weekly or monthly updates in a form easily available to the public.
Something the public would expect is that those who are providing a government service under the Stimulus Program to be paid since part of the goal of ARRA is to create jobs, and money was set aside to administer the program.  
A change in the current rules to provide preference to the Middle Mile over the Last Mile would be a paradigm shift and might cause unintentional harm by restricting funding for those in the very rural areas with the most need.  Also, a flexible approach should be taken toward mergers and sales such that RUS has the right to approve the sale, as long as the successor agrees to the obligations of the program. 
Introduction

Monte R. Lee and Company is a consulting engineering firm, which provides broadband engineering services to wireless and wireline carriers.  Our firm also provides services to power companies and CATV operators and has a rich history of providing service to clients in rural areas.

This is written in response to the RFI sent out by RUS and NTIA on November 16, 2009, regarding the Broadband Initiatives Program and the Broadband Technology Opportunities Program. 
Streamlining the Applications
The question is not in what ways applications could be streamlined, by taking attachments out, but rather how could the application process be more user friendly?  For instance, later in the mapping application calculating the business function was added.  If another function was added, say calculating all the critical facilities, this would greatly reduce the research time needed by the applicant.  This would also allow RUS and NTIA to compare the number of critical facilities and the number of letters of support that were gathered for a certain service area.  Also the way information is disseminated to the applicants can greatly reduce the time spent in research.  Instead of posting news updates on blogs, put information on one central site with notification of updates automatically sent by email to subscribed parties.  RUS and NTIA should also have webinars or videos of the conferences or speeches either stored or linked to one central site. 

To help with the ongoing process RUS/NTIA should develop an online metrics for each applicant to see how far their unique application has gone through the review process.  In cases where examiners review each different area, the applicant should be able to see sections completed.  If the applicant is able to see the scoring matrix at the conclusion of the process then the scores up to that point should be released as well.  RUS/NTIA could also provide an overall system wide update against the matrix, as to where the process is in relationship to completion, thus giving the applicant the ability to understand the scope of the overall process.
Eliminating any of the attachments will not serve the purpose of RUS/NTIA and would lessen their ability to delineate between applications.  All the information that is required is in place for a reason.  Taking away from any part of the application now would lessen the success of a viable project by giving way to applicants who are not as well prepared. 
The linking of applications is a critical element to many joint projects. An option for linking the applications would be to assign a number to each application when created. This number would remain with the application even if it was not completed.  This would allow an applicant to link their multiple applications not only by the application name, but also by the number.  An additional option would be to provide a section so the applicant could write a brief one page comment on how the applications are interconnected and the benefits of being connected. 
New Entities
No changes should be made in the detail of financial information that is required for the application process.  One of the main goals of the ARRA Grant program is to ensure that a grant is sustainable.  If RUS and NTIA reduce the current requirement for financial information, the risk for loss of broadband service at the end of the grant will be greatly increased.  Financial stability should continue to play a major factor in determining the qualified applicants.  Due to the large quantity of applications from the first round that were filed, one can only ascertain that the current financial requirements will not play a role in receiving quality applications.  The requirements now are set in place for a reason and any tampering with these requirements could result in an unqualified applicant winning the grant in the next round over a modified application from round one with better financials. 
Specification of Service Area
The use of census block level areas to define proposed funded service areas should continue to be used.  The census block is the basis for all future mapping and data collection standards.  The FCC’s Broadband 477 reporting requirements also use this level of data.  Simplifying the data base information will reduce costs long term and allow for easy cross referencing by the public.  If the area definition is raised to the census track level, RUS/NTIA will need to relax the requirement to serve the entire area within the boundary.  Many tracks encompass large amounts of area and would prove to be an illogical boundary for western areas. 
The census block level works well, in most cases, except in areas where small community’s are along a river.  The river is usually a separate block and runs, in many cases, for miles away from the intended area of service.  Blocks which include attributes of no value should be the exception to the rule, and the applicant should be allowed to include them with no consequence in order to connect areas together. The census block service rules should be modified to allow for the inclusion of non de minimus areas, in order to connect a group of blocks together. 
Transparency and Confidentiality
A balance between transparency and confidentiality is hard to maintain.  The system can be made more transparent without compromising the confidentiality of each individual applicant by providing weekly or monthly updates in a form easily available to the public.  The updates should include number of applications being reviewed, how many are in Phase II and provide results of the most difficult areas applicants have had issues completing.  Providing additional information about the process will increase the overall transparency and reduce the concerns over the confidential contents in the individual application.  In regards to how much the public should see of the applications, the amount released to the public now is sufficient. 
Outreach and Support
The outreach and support can be improved for the second round by daily listing the updates to the frequently asked questions and incorporating any telephone inquiries to the printed list.
NTIA Expert Review Process
The public would expect those who are providing a government service under the Stimulus Program to be paid since part of the goal of ARRA is to create jobs, and money was set aside to administer the program.  All applicants placed a considerable amount of time and resources in submitting an application, and therefore would expect a qualified reviewer to be motivated to meet the task at hand.  Anyone who has the skills and meets the criteria to help in the review process should be paid, as contract labor, to ensure that the process is completed in a timely manner, and that the same consistent attention is given to each application.  The best way to ensure value is to pay for it.  Those who volunteered expecting nothing in exchange should also receive payment for their service.   In this way they can immediately use the funds in the economy thus giving a double boost of value to the ARRA initiatives.
Middle Mile “Comprehensive Community” Projects
More emphases can be placed on the Middle Mile projects by allocating a large portion of the national reserve funds to cover the expansion of the projects.  A change in the current rules to provide preference to the Middle Mile over the Last Mile would be a paradigm shift and might cause unintentional harm by restricting funding for those in the very rural areas with the most need.  
Middle Mile projects which are allowed to directly connect to key anchor institutions without being required to use a Last Mile service provider will set the stage for cherry picking of highly profitable connections, leaving the remainder of the community without a guarantee of service. The Middle Mile projects should not place preferences solely for educational facilities.  If so, large school networks between and within communities will be constructed without any mechanism for service to the public along the way.
If a Middle Mile provider was allowed to cover only the larger businesses, hospitals and schools, then none of the current RUS programs would be available for use in the future to help fund the build out of the remainder of the community. 
No precedence should be given to “comprehensive communities” because this would give way to private networks. 
Program Definitions
The definition for unserved should be changed from 10 percent of households without any access to service to 20 percent.  The 10 percent number is very hard to validate and, in many cases, a small portion of a census block has service with a vast majority of the area left unserved.  Using the 20 percent value will help to cover this discrepancy.  

The definition for remote area should also be adjusted.  Many people live in areas that are remote, in nature, but are closer than 50 miles to a community of 20,000 or more.  To compensate for this issue, the distance from a community boundary of 20,000 or larger should be reduced to 30 miles and only 75 percent of the service area should be unserved to meet the definition of remote.
Sale of Project Assets
A flexible approach should be taken toward mergers and sales such that RUS has the right to approve the sale, as long as the successor agrees to the obligations of the program.  In other words, what is important is that the BIP program requirements are fulfilled, not whether the seller shows a profit or a loss. 

Other

The application filing process should be improved to alleviate as many application discrepancies as possible. Future application guides should provide examples of time lines, time line descriptions, subscriber forecasts, etc.
The guide should match the online filing requirements.  For many subparts (Attachments A,C,D,F,H,I,J,O,P,Q, Organizational Charts, Management Team Resumes and Network Diagrams) page limits were not mentioned; however, when filing the e-application, applicants were required to shorten wording, tables, or diagrams to meet the page limitations .  The application requirements, except for items to be publicly posted, should follow either a word or page limit, as stated in the guide, and not deviate between the two.

The e-application filing should open with the release of the guide in order for applicants to easily upload items once completed.  The application process should also provide ways to easily print individual items posted to allow for viewing and posting of future revisions or edits. 
The large applications were difficult to file requiring long upload and review times online. The applications should not be limited to the number of supplemental attachments and should be made easier to include tables in the word uploads.  The tables should be allowed to remain in the format in which they were originally loaded.

The large maps encountered problems with timing out on the calculation process.  With large maps the program should be set to only calculate changes in the maps versus recalculating all the numbers after each change.
Respectfully submitted,

Lynn R. Merrill, P.E.

President and CEO

Andrew Merrill

ARRA Analyst
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